Reindeer herding practices and their effect on vegetation in northern Scandinavia may influence when snow melts in spring.
The development of chicken penises is cut short by signals that prompt cell death, a finding that could help to explain why 97% of bird species have little or no phallus despite reproducing by internal fertilization.
Researchers led by Martin Cohn at the University of Florida in Gainesville cut tiny windows into eggs to compare developing chickens, which lack phalluses, with ducks, whose penises can be half as long as their bodies.
Chicken embryos began to form penises, but these shrank midway through development. The researchers pinned the cause on elevated levels of a protein called Bmp4, which promotes cell death, at the tip of the organ.
The loss of penises may have been a by-product of the evolution of other features, such as beak shape, which are also influenced by Bmp proteins, the authors suggest. Da-Hui Qu, He Tian and their colleagues at the East China University of Science and Technology in Shanghai combined two types of molecules. Cyclodextrins form non-covalent complexes to yield supramolecular polymers, whereas coumarins form covalent bonds with each other under one wavelength of light, and release those bonds under another. The material that the researchers created could go from a supramolecular polymer to a covalent polymer and back again with the addition of light; adding a detergent produced a reversible hydrogel. Substances with switchable properties can combine advantages of distinct polymers in a single platform, the authors say. 
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Boosting plant defence
The discovery of a gene that regulates the effects of the plant hormone jasmonic acid might lead to ways to increase pest resistance in crops, without hindering their growth.
Jasmonic acid helps plants to fend off insects and pathogens; it also regulates aspects of plant development, including fertility and fruit ripening. Researchers led by Jason Head at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln identified the lizard in a diverse assemblage of fossils collected in Myanmar. The teeth and jaws of the creature revealed that it was a plant-eater, and at an estimated 27 kilograms, it was one of the largest animals in the area. The researchers dubbed the species -which was almost twice the length of any living herbivorous lizardBarbaturex morrisoni after the singer Jim Morrison, who famously proclaimed himself the lizard king.
Reptiles need external heat to keep their bodies warm, so the hotter temperatures of past climates could have allowed the large lizards to survive, the authors say. Giving potato plants the hormone in culture also elicited small spuds along plant stems. The authors suggest that a simple, common mechanism might prompt tubers in other species. 
